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Roger of Taizé – Space in the City talk – Winchester, May 2012 

by Rev’d Dr Peter Lippiett 

I wonder what images the word ‘Taizé’ conjures up in your mind – if any?  

Taizé is a place, it’s people, it’s prayer.  I’ve been on that little hill in the 

Burgundian countryside one midday and watched an apparently lost car-full of 

holidaymakers slowly, and with obviously increasing incredulity, trying to drive 

along its little lanes.  Because this tiny French hamlet is thronged with 

thousands of mostly young people from all over the world, walking, talking, 

laughing – it’s like a cross between an anthill and the United Nations.  And if 

the holidaymakers had been able to go with these youngsters, they would have 

found them all to be converging on a vast ugly concrete building on top of the 

hill, and queuing to go into it – to pray.  Inside it’s subdued, and beautiful with 

pools of light and colour, icons and candles.  The worshippers fall silent, taking 

up their places sitting on the floor.  Two rows of white-robed men kneel at the 

centre, facing an icon of Christ on the cross.  A song begins, and is taken up 

repetitively by everyone there, lifting the heart and seeping into the bones.  A 

short scripture is read in several languages, and a response is sung.  A silence 

deepens – and deepens… 

The place is Taizé, just north of Cluny in Burgundy.  The people are the 

international, ecumenical community of Taizé, and their several thousand 

guests, living, working and praying with them for the week.  The prayer is the 

daily midday prayer, in Taizé’s own simply unique style.  And its influence is 

worldwide.  That any of these people are praying in this place at all is due to 

one man, known to the world as Brother Roger of Taizé. 

In this brief talk I’d like us first to look at Br Roger’s life, and then take the 

titles of three of his many books as pegs on which to hang some thoughts about 

his very particular spirituality. 

Roger Schűtz was born in 1915 in the Swiss Jura, the youngest son of a Swiss 

Lutheran pastor and a French Protestant mother from Burgundy.  Both sides of 

his Protestant family were unusually open to Catholic people and practices.  

About his own personal path, Roger said:  

Influenced by the testimony of my grandmother’s life, and when I was still 

quite young, in her footsteps I found my identity as a Christian in 

reconciling in myself the faith of my origins with the mystery of the 

Catholic faith, without breaking communion with anyone.   

Reading theology at the University of Lausanne, he chose for his thesis:  The 

Ideal of the Monastic life before St Benedict and its Conformity with the Gospel. 
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But graduating, and faced with the atrocities of the Second World War, Roger 

wrote: 

The defeat of France awoke powerful sympathy.  If a house could be found 

there, of the kind we had dreamed of, it would offer a possible way of 

assisting some of those most discouraged, those deprived of a livelihood: 

and it could be a place of silence and work. 

In 1940 this by now 25-year-old Swiss Reformed pastor cycled into Vichy 

France to find ‘a welcoming house and prayer in solitude’
1
.  An elderly woman 

in the run-down village of Taizé urged ‘Stay here with us, we are so alone!’  

and Roger writes significantly: 

I chose Taizé because the woman was poor.  Christ speaks through the 

poor and it’s good to listen to them.  Anyone who begins with the poorest 

of the poor is not likely to go wrong.  Contact with them prevents faith 

from becoming vague and unreal
2
. 

Roger grew vegetables and milked a cow, cared for refugees (mostly Jews 

fleeing Nazism), and prayed at sunrise, midday and sunset.  In 1942 the 

extended German occupation and a Gestapo denunciation forced him to flee to 

Geneva.  With three flatmates, including the theologian Max Thurian, he lived a 

common life of work and prayer.  After liberation in 1944 the four returned to 

Taizé, living by a simple ‘rule’: 

Throughout your day let work and rest by quickened by the Word of God.  

Keep inner silence in all things and you will dwell in Christ.  Be filled with 

the spirit of the Beatitudes:  joy, simplicity, mercy.
3
 

With the help of Roger’s sister Geneviève they cared for orphans and refugees 

(many now German), continuing the thrice-daily common prayer – from 1948 

using the dilapidated village church.  In 1949 seven brothers took formal 

‘engagements’ of community of goods, celibacy, and acceptance of the 

authority of Roger as Prior – ‘servant of communion’
4
.  There was no intent to 

reinvent monastic vows:  Roger ‘was led, stage by stage, to the conviction that 

the stability of a community can only be achieved on the basis of permanent 

engagements made by its members’
5
.   

During the winter of 1952-53, in the silence of a long retreat, Brother Roger 

wrote The Rule of Taizé.  He would have been very familiar with all the rules of 

existing religious orders, yet he doesn't make explicit reference to any of them 
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in his own rule.  All his quotes come directly from the Scriptures – as does St 

Francis’s first Rule.  Brother Roger entitled the published version of his Rule 

Parable of Community. 

From the first, the community’s intent was reconciliation – social, ecumenical 

and international.  From 1951 they sent out ‘fraternities’ of two or more 

brothers to be ‘signs of Christ’s presence and bearers of joy’
6
 both locally, 

e.g. in the nearby mines, and in the poorest and most divided parts of the world, 

e.g. Calcutta, Senegal and Hell’s Kitchen in New York, sharing the life of those 

around them, and continuing the thrice-daily prayer. Brothers joined Taizé from 

different Christian denominations.  When in 1969 the first Roman Catholic, a 

young Belgian doctor, joined the Community, it already included Reformed, 

Lutheran and Anglican brothers from a variety of nations.   

Pope John XXIII had known Roger and Taizé from his time as Nuncio in 

France – he called Taizé ‘that little springtime’.   As Pope he invited Brothers 

Roger and Max to be observers at the Second Vatican Council.  They set up a 

fraternity in a poor district in Rome, and made friends through the typically 

simple Taizé way of eating and praying together.  Roger and Max got to know 

many of the Council’s cardinals, and formed significant friendships, especially 

with Latin-American bishops.   

Church leader of all sorts visited Taizé, and the many visitors made the village 

church too small for the common prayer.  In 1962 a new concrete ‘Church of 

the Reconciliation’ was built with German funds and volunteers, and a guest-

house to accommodate the increasing numbers, particularly of young people, 

visiting Taizé to share in its life.   

Through the ‘60’s Roger and his community engaged deeply with their young 

visitors.  He travelled world-wide, taking soundings for several years before 

setting up an international ‘Council of Youth’ in 1974.  Small ‘grass-roots 

communities’, praying and discussing together sprang up across Europe, the 

Americas and Asia, joining for a series of big ‘celebrations’ in poor areas of all 

continents.  This ‘Council’ culminated in 1979 with a ‘Letter to the People of 

God’:  ‘We have been born into a world which for most people is not a place to 

live in’, it begins, and pointing to the sharing, prayer and simplicity of the early 

Church, it asks the contemporary Church:  ‘What do you say of your future?  … 

Are you going to become the “People of the Beatitudes”, having no security 

other than Christ?’
7
 

In 1982 Roger proposed a ‘Pilgrimage of trust on earth’, working from the 

‘inner pilgrimage’ of the individual to find ‘human solidarity’ via the life of 
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local parishes, which Taizé had championed since 1970
8
.  This process again 

included small-group local involvement, parish links and large-scale 

intercontinental meetings – for prayer, dialogue, and experience of differing 

cultures.  Every year there is a Meeting in a major world city.  Before each 

meeting, Br Roger prepared an open letter, which becomes material for small-

group reflection at Taizé meetings and worldwide through the subsequent year.  

I remember his Letter 2004 as a call to kindness, reconciliation and ‘remaining 

before God in contemplative waiting’
9
.  And, like many of you perhaps, I 

remember Roger walking in to the prayer in Taizé with little children around 

him as a sign of future hope; and I remember queuing with hundreds of others 

after the evening prayer to kneel at his feet and receive his blessing. 

Today the Taizé Community is made up of over a hundred brothers, Roman 

Catholics and from various Protestant backgrounds, coming from around 30 

nations.  Small fraternities of brothers live in Asia, Africa and South America.  

In Taizé itself the Community welcomes guests from all over the world, most 

aged 18-30.  Coaches stream in from across Europe on Sunday afternoon, 

disgorging young people with big backpacks.  For a week they share in the 

common life of prayer, work, Bible study and discussion.  On Friday evening 

they shuffle forward on their knees to lay their foreheads on the icon of the 

cross in response to Christ’s suffering.  On Saturday evening they light candles 

and sing Alleluias, rejoicing in Christ’s resurrection.   After the Sunday 

Eucharist they return home, and a fresh several thousand pilgrims begin their 

week.  All are encouraged to take back what they learn to their home church, 

their local situation, and to persevere there in prayer and service.   

‘Taizé-style’ prayer is now familiar to a variety of churches worldwide.  Some 

of the chants have even found their way into Anglican hymnbooks – e.g. Hymns 

Old & New has 15 Taizé chants;  while Taizé’s ‘icon of the cross’ is an 

increasingly-recognised image worldwide.  In Roger’s words  

‘Taizé looks for gestures and symbols that evoke, beyond present difficulties, 

the coming of a springtime of the Church, a Church that is rooted in the human 

family and is a ‘’land of reconciliation, sharing and simplicity’’’
10

 

Sadly, Roger, at the age of 90, was stabbed to death in the church by a mentally 

unstable Eastern European woman at the evening prayer on 16
th
 August 2005. 

Spirituality 

Roger was a prolific writer, but not, to my mind, an accessible one.  He 

published 17 books between 1958 and 2005, three of them with Mother Teresa 
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of Calcutta, numerous journals, and at least one major open letter each year 

from 1980 until  his death.  They’re not works of argument or systematic 

theology, and read more like collections of inspiring reflections of a rather 

generalised nature.  An insightful Guardian obituary of Roger by French 

journalist Alain Woodrow accurately describes ‘beautiful language, vague and 

idealistic, high-flown ideas and moving prayers’.  So I’d like to take just the 

titles of three of his major books to develop this talk. 

1. Parable of community
11

 

The title itself gives us an insight into Roger’s vision.  A parable speaks; it 

conveys a truth;  it presents an example which illustrates a general principle. 

‘Community’ is key to understanding Roger’s spirituality.  He sees the world as 

community;  he sees the Church of Christ as community, and in his rule he calls 

on the Taizé brothers to be a “brotherly community, itself set in the body of the 

Church.”  

Since my youth, I think that I have never lost the intuition that community 

life could be a sign that God is love, and love alone. Gradually the 

conviction took shape in me that it was essential to create a community 

with men determined to give their whole life and who would always try to 

understand one another and be reconciled, a community where kindness of 

heart and simplicity would be at the centre of everything.   

Reconciliation had been the hallmark of Taizé spirituality from the outset:   

When I settled in Taizé in 1940, I already had that idea: as a way of 

responding to the ecumenical vocation, let us, by our lives, insert a ferment 

of communion in the dough of divided churches
12

. 

This was to be radically new – as Roger says, not ‘the ecumenism of “return to 

the fold” that some Catholics profess, nor the Protestant practice of ecumenism 

that says “come and be like us”
13

, but ‘at Taizé, the visible unity between 

Christians has always been integrated in a life of prayer and community’
14

.   

Dialogue between different Christian traditions has always been at the heart of 

Taizé Community life.  Early talks between Protestants and Catholics in Rome 

in the late ‘40’s and early ‘50’s showed ‘minimal results’
15

, but with John XXIII 

and the Second Vatican Council Taizé became increasingly – Roger’s favourite 

word – ‘frument – a ferment’
16

 – yeast.  Not without initial suspicion:  at ‘the 
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World Council of Churches, the complaint was heard repeatedly that Taizé had 

no business to set itself up as an ecumenical arbitrator’
17

.  But Roger just went 

ahead and did it.  Taizé’s way continues one of sharing and practice, living by 

the contemporarily relevant principle that ‘in the Church, reconciliation is not 

achieved by a crusade against others’
18

.  The Community has played a huge part 

in the ecumenical rapprochement between Western Catholics and Protestants 

over the second half of the last century.   The time of post-war, Cold War, and 

the fall of Communism.  

And that time has shaped Taizé’s further moves for reconciliation – of 

Christendom’s ancient divide between Orthodoxy and  the West.  From the 

‘60’s, then more openly from the ‘90’s, the Community has worked at Europe’s 

ancient divide between Orthodoxy and the West.  ‘From the early ‘60’s 

onwards, brothers and youth volunteers from Taizé went more and more 

frequently to Eastern Europe – often very discreetly’
19

.  Since 1989 enormous 

numbers of former Soviet-bloc guests have visited Taizé, many of them 

Orthodox. ‘I breathe the air of the resurrection here’ said a Romanian Orthodox 

bishop
 20

.   Taizé’s 1995 church extension bears three ‘onion domes’ in tribute 

to Orthodoxy.   

This East-West dialogue mirrors Roger’s other thrust for reconciliation – 

between peoples, of West and East, of North and South.  Remember that both 

Community and guests are not only ecumenical, they are international.   

‘If Christians are seeking reconciliation within the church…it is so as to stand 

together as a ferment of peace in the places where the human family is being 

torn apart’
21

.   

New directions in reconciliation major on inter-faith dialogue, now being 

quietly undertaken with Muslims in the Taizé fraternities in Senegal and 

Bangladesh.  Meanwhile the potential international influence of Taizé remains 

enormous: the hundred thousand young visitors each year go back to their 

homes and parishes with Taizé’s songs and challenges ringing in their ears.   

(ii)  Struggle and Contemplation 

The classic two sides of the coin of Christian spirituality.  Roger considers that 

‘the most important thing in his life’ is ‘our common prayer, and in it, the 

periods of silence’
22

.  ‘The essence of prayer takes place above all in great 
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silence’
23

; ‘Prayer is first of all waiting’
24

; ‘When you listen, in the silence of 

your heart, Christ transfigures all that troubles you most’
25

.  Contemplation…  

During a Taizé gathering in Paris in 1995, Roger spoke to more than 100,000 

young people who were sitting on the floor of an exhibition hall.  “We have 

come here to search,” he said, “or to go on searching through silence and 

prayer, to get in touch with our inner life.  Christ always said, Do not worry, 

give yourself.”  Roger’s way teaches prayer, very simply, unobtrusively, to 

thousands.  The songs of Taizé are a powerful school of prayer – a form of 

musical lectio divina: taking words of scripture – ‘Only the more accessible 

words’ says Roger – from the head to the heart and holding them there, so that 

the song becomes the ‘praying ceaselessly’ that St Paul commends.  Roger 

tapped in to the spiritual searchings of young people of the late C20.  Part of his 

appeal may have been his dislike of formal preaching, while constantly 

encouraging the spiritual quest, and manifestly living it.  

But struggle as well as contemplation:  Taizé spirituality looks inwards to God, 

in order that we may look outwards to our neighbour.  ‘The Gospel has never 

led to tranquillity’
26

, and ‘Prayer is not there to make life easy for us,’
27

 says 

Roger.  ‘Our intention from the very first day has been the fight for justice’
28

.  

Prayer and action characterise Taizé’s spirituality – ‘Struggle, contemplation: 

two poles between which we are somehow to situate our whole existence’
29

.  

Roger insists on their indivisibility:  ‘not struggle or contemplation, but both 

together, one springing from the other’
30

.  ‘Contemplation and struggle arise 

from the very same source, Christ who is love’
31

 – ‘The love which we bear to 

others remains the mark of the authenticity of our contemplation’
32

. 

Social justice is integral to Taizé’s being, and is lived out practically:  from the 

beginning they braved the hostility of neighbouring landowners by setting up 

COPEX, a Taizé dairy co-operative.  Internationally, they followed up their 

friendship with Latin-American bishops by founding ‘Operation Hope’ for 

Latin-American co-operatives;  and the fraternities continue to work at 

grassroots level in their various settings.   
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 (iii) The dynamic of the provisional
33

 

Provisionality.  Roger and Taizé have a light touch – they don’t let things get 

institutionalised or set in stone.  There is a constant feel of readiness to change 

in response to the Spirit – often discerned in human need.  Everything is very 

immediate.  The Community flourishes by change rather than conservation.  

This is simplicity lived.  A historian who tried to write an account of Roger and 

the Community ruefully comments that ‘It is no easy task to write a 

documentary history of a community that, at the end of each calendar year, 

burns almost all of its documents’
34

.  It is certainly counter-cultural: Roger says 

– charmingly and maddeningly – that ‘The refusal of efficiency becomes an 

effective sign that corresponds fully to the needs of mankind’
35

.  But he gives 

clear spiritual reason: ‘Success is a social notion standing poles apart from the 

gospel. To aim to succeed begets a subtle form of self-centredness’
36

. 

Provisionality informs every area of the Community’s life.  You see it in the 

development of liturgy.  In the ‘60’s Taizé compiled their own ‘Office Book’.  

Gradually they move away from set forms, and their worship becomes less 

wordy, less structured, more musical, simpler, in response to the needs of 

increasing numbers of young people from across the globe.  Chants are 

composed, abandoned or reworked, e.g. language is rendered inclusive, and new 

languages are incorporated.  A quarter of the chants enshrined in Anglican 

Hymns Old and New have vanished from Taizé’s own Songbook. 

There is reluctance to regulate.  Roger devised his simple Rule in 1953, but 

twenty years later would write:  ‘A rule!  The term is so juridical! … instead ask 

questions that begin with the context you are in’
37

.   

Roger’s successor Brother Alois says of him: 

Brother Roger certainly left us his writings;  but for him, these writings 

had to be adapted constantly to new situations.  Even the Rule of the 

Community, which will remain the basic text for our common life, was 

rewritten several times.  It was as though he wanted to teach us not to be 

attached to the letter or to structures, but to surrender ourselves to the 

breath of the Holy Spirit. 

The brothers do not own, monopolise, imitate or perpetuate.  They earn their 

livings by their work, and ‘the community has always refused to accept gifts’
38

, 

including inheritances.  The ‘provisional’ principle extends to property: in 1971 
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the vast number of visitors led the Community to knock down the back wall of 

the church and extend it with a huge circus tent
39

.  And there’s the anecdote of 

an entrepreneur who wanted to build a hotel in Taizé.  The Community is said 

to have told him that they wouldn’t oppose planning permission, but that as 

soon as the footings had been laid they would move from Taizé.  Even if 

apocryphal, this is consonant with Brother Roger. 

Contrary to criticism sometimes made of him, Roger would have no truck with 

a personality cult, or a cult of Taizé.  The ‘Council of Youth’ small groups were 

encouraged not to mimic Taizé:  ‘Try to be creative from your own starting-

point … It is better not to use the name of Taizé too much’
40

 says Roger.  ‘Taizé 

has never founded any movement … there will never be a … “Taizé 

spirituality”.  Taizé is simply the name of a monastic family’
41

.  Possibly 

disingenuous, and Roger may yet imply a spirituality, in recounting how he told 

a young guest not to ‘look for a “spirit of Taizé”.  The youngster replied … “It 

is already a spirit, not to want there to be one”’
42

. 

Alain Woodrow’s 2005 obituary described Roger as  

a living paradox, totally identified with the ecumenical “monastery” he had 

created, humble and stubborn, childlike and cunning, mystical and realist, 

mild and authoritarian. 

Undoubtedly these were all facets of his being.  But for me, this charismatic, 

attractive, humble holy man was a St Francis of our time, pointing always 

beyond himself to Christ.   

Roger wrote: 

One of the first things Christ says in the Gospel is this:  “Happy the 

simple-hearted!”  Yes, happy those who head towards simplicity, 

simplicity of heart and simplicity of life. 

This was his life.  And Taizé is a happy enduring legacy for Christ’s church and 

God’s world.  
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